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BRIEF COMMUNICATION

FIRST RECORD OF THE SOUTHERN RIGHT WHALE DOLPHIN, LISSODELFPHIS PERONI
(LACEPEDE, 1804) (ODONOCETI 1 DELPHINIDAE), FROM WATERS OFF SOUTH AUSTRALIA

The southern rght whule dolphia Lissodedphes peconl is
asmall pelagie dolphin thatisrarely observed close (o land,
What little 1 known about its biology has been guthersd
from stranded Specimens’. The species oceurs only
Southern Hemisphere waters where itappesrs to be largely
restricted o the repion hounded by the Anarctic Front in
the south smd the Sublropical Front i (he north' Tt s
unusual amoiigsat dolphns occurring in the Australisian
region in thal it leks a dorsal fin™s Lissedelphis fevoned
appears aclively w avoid ships and this smd i unoblrusive
behayviour when nob atapmed may resall inthic specics being
underreconded,

Whilst conducting surveys ol scabirds from the brioge of
the CSIRO research vessel ‘Franklin® dunng a voyage thut
included lve days eruising b Austealian rerritorial witers
ol South Australia, zronps of whales and dolphing were
sighted on several pecasons, On 11 August 1998 when (he
ship wus 92 nouticsl miles south of Cape Gantheanme,
Kuneurow Island, South Auscealia (37 327 10" 5,137 27
40" E) and provecding in a north-easterly directivn o herd
of small dolphing was observed surfaciag 200 n froi the
ship. On the bisis of un absence ol any darsal fin und the
siriking contbimation of white ventral surfaces and  largely
black dorsum the dolphins were idennfied ws Lo pesrniii.

AL the time ol the siehting (11.05 - 1107 a0 m. Ausl.
CS5T) viewing conditions were good. Wikl a sowherly wind
of less than five knoty, the seu surfuce wus tlassy smaooth,
with only a slight swell (=2 m). Adr emperanire was 14,0 °C,
harometric pressuce was 10203 hp and steady and 1he
conditions were cloudy but bright. Water temperature ot the
seit surface was [ 287 “C und salinily 3498 ppme. The
dalphins were observed 44 nautieal miles south ol the
continental shell i deep (4904 1) pelogic waters, just

south of the Subtropresl Front. Slightly warmer witter
(13.5-14:5 7C) was encountered ater in the same day only
several mautical miles w the north ol this sighling. At lirst
my atterlion was deawn i afea ol small splashes on the
surtace of an otherwise culm seqa. By the use of [0 X 50
binoculurs small dark backed dalphms were idenOfied s
the cause of this disturharce, The dolphins were travelling
slowly (2-5 knots) away from the vessel, When nsing o
blow they broke the surface gently, exposing only the very
lop of their dorsal surfaces but (he complefe absence of i
dorsal fin wis immediately ohvious. The dolphing were
travelling as o compact croup all heading i the same
divection and it was diflicult o assess theiv number This
behuviour contimued Tor approxeiiately 30 sec hetore the
dolphing abraptly changed direction placmy them on 1
catrse heading across the bow of the ship, A1 the same time
they hewun porpoising clear of tie surface Aler ravelling
less than 30 m the herd aheuptly ehinged direetion again
rewening (o thelr ininal course heading away from the
vessel, The dolphins were now more eqsily counted and 1
catimared the herd comprized 20 individuals. No young
were seen They continued 1o move away rom the ship on
i ey direet course and when fast seen, approximitely fae
win fater, were still rravelling ab o sustained speed and
porpiising clear nf the waler.

As cach animal feapr el of the waler, good views ol il
were pbtuined. The tollowmg compusite descripltion wis
matde from field notes taken at the thne of the sighting. The
dolphins were small and siender and were abour two metres
in length, When porpuoising their bodies appeared s
proportionately clongated, although this feature wis
presumubly enhanced by the ubsence af darsul [ins. Each
individual had o striking but simple pred padern (hal

Tavre | Sighrings and strandings of Lissodelphis peronii in the Australian region.

Dite LLoeanaon Position Comments Source
[ Jan. 1802 OIf southern Tasmania . 44" S, lypé specimen Peron (18U7) i |
1417 E
7 dan. 1824 OI SE Australia e 4578 lrpooned b
Mre 1884 Tusmunia 2 speCIinen 7
Aug. 1908 e O miles SW of Ausiralia v sighling of sia indisduals I
Oet, 1978 Cloudy Bay, Bruny Island, Tas. 437 25°S. Strunding (Tus. Mus. |
147% 157 1 specimen # A 301
Aug. 1970 mid Grest Aust, Bight (WA or SA)» 0 seghting of 30 individuals L {
13 Sepl 1UHA Ut South-west Cape. Tis. 41541 8. sighting of 25 [ W Eades
1457 40K individuuls pers, comm. U4
[4 Feb, 1986 South of WA 46" 375, sighting ol e, 500 i
1269 527 E indrviduuls
Sepl. 19R6 RBendalong. NSW 357 1578, apparent sleendinu S
130" 32°E (5e¢ Lot
20 Sept. 1995 Chinamans Bay. Mana bsland, Tax. 427 40° S, stranding R M, Warneke
1487 03" E pers. o, 199
1 Aug, 1998 92 wiles off Cape Gantheaume 37" 327 8. siglhiting of 20 Hita sty
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appeared consistent across the herd. White ventral surfaces
extended dorsally to the rostrum and fuce. The upper
surfuce of the Mppers, and e remaining dorsal surfaces
were black. The horder where black and white met was
sharply defined. and curved from the middle of melon
down the sides of the head 10w point at, or just ahove, the
tlipper; it then curved upwards slightly before continuing
along the Manks and 1ail stock as a Faivly straight line.

To the hest of my knowledge this sighting 15 the first
documented ocenrrence of L. pevonti in waters off South
Australivand the T for watees around Australia (Table | ).
Previous records have included 4 suundings and/or
specimens and 6 sightings, ‘with most heing from wilers
south ol Tusmanian, There are no records from Victona
ind just one or two from waters oft Western Australiu.
However, one of these sighlings may have oceurred in
waters off South Australia as the record was stmply noted
s i the middle of the Great Australian Bight™. The most
northerly record of L. peronif in Austrahian waters 15 ol a
stranded animul ar Bendalong in NSW (357 Sy, However.
this record should be treated as inmconfirmed as enguiries
by the swthor failed to locate any specimen, photographs.
notesor Nirst fand kiowledge of this individual.

The complete absence of strandings alomy the southern
coast of manland Austridia and the scarcity ol records
elsewhere in Australiun walers miay he atfributable to the
apecics preference for pelagic waters . The small size of L.
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peronii further reduces the likelihood of dead animuls
heing wushed ashore as scavengers are likely 1o consume
such small carcusses hefore they are able to drift o the
coast from pelagic waters, Although the species has been
known to ride on the how wave of vessels on aceasions,
this behaviour is apparently uncommaon'. An apparent
avoidance of vessels, as noted m the obseryation
documented here, hus been reported by other nbservers'.
This avoidance behavicur. combined with the species
small size. and ineonspicuous nature when nor alarmed.
mary result in individuals or small herds being overlooked,
Indeed the mdividualy observed off South Australia ace
unlikely 1o have been sighted had sea surface conditions
heen more typical and white caps of uny size been present.
Combined with the knowledge that competent field
abservers have, antil quite recently, had few oppartunities
Lo systematically or routinely visit deep pelagic waters of
the cool temperate zone of the Australian region the status
of L. peronil 1 the region remains unclear.

Thanks are due to N, Cheshire, Captain of the "RV
Franklin® and CSIRO {or the apportunity to tike parl in the
voviuge. R M, Wamneke kindly assisted with referenees and
information on unpublished records while D. Eades readily
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M. Clarke and J. Ewen tor helplul comments on a dral of
this note and to C. Kemper and K. M. Wameke who
reviewed the manuscript.
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